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  Dedication



To my sister Sandy, the best publicist in all of Texas. Here’s hoping your kids stop doing things that make your hair turn grey, sis.




In loving memory of Spider, our feline alarm clock and lap-warmer for 17 years.







  Foreword



The Naked Truth . . .

Alistair, Viscount Moncreiffe, is much more interested in celestial bodies than the conniving ladies who are trying to trap the astronomer into marriage. But when dauntless, determined Charlotte Parnell literally drops into his arms one night, he’s quick to tender a marriage proposal when they are discovered in this scandalous position.




Better a Spy Than a Bride . . .

Charlotte would rather continue spying for the Crown than obey her brother’s wishes that she marry and live a quiet life. She’s determined to solve an important and dangerous case before he does. After a misstep on a London rooftop lands her in Viscount Moncreiffe’s embrace, the handsome scholar’s offer of a fake betrothal will simplify life for both of them. With a fiancé by her side, she’ll arouse fewer suspicions. They’ll end their engagement once her mission is completed.




A close call has Alistair realizing his emotions are real, and he confesses he wants their engagement to end … in marriage. But Charlotte’s plans for her future don’t include a husband or a new partner. Will she have to give up the independence she’s fought so hard for in exchange for the love Alistair offers?




Originally published in 2006. Lightly edited for 2021 as part of the Scandalous Ladies series.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  
    [image: Chapter Separator]
  




London

September 1816




Alistair, Viscount Moncreiffe, peered into the window of the optician’s shop, caught by the glint of sunlight on the gleaming metal body of the eyepiece on display. With growing interest, he read the placard that described its polished glass attributes. Its magnification was higher than any eyepiece he currently owned. His set of three eyepieces for his telescope was adequate, but he was tired of adequate.

The cries of street vendors, clatter of passing hackneys, all the cacophony of the city, faded as he imagined what he could do with an eyepiece like this. How much farther into the night sky he could see. Perhaps even find undeniable proof that, contrary to what so many people believed, Ceres and Pallas were indeed asteroids and not planets.

A firm tug on his arm brought him back from the Andromeda nebula.

“I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting, dear,” a young woman said, tucking her arm through his as she continued walking.

Bemused by the most innovative way any female had sought an introduction, Alistair allowed himself to be towed along by the celestial being at his side, a miss with sun-kissed blond hair and sky-blue eyes. The swell of her full bosom was shown to advantage in her fashionably low-cut gown. She gave a tinkling laugh, tossing her curls. Her smile was dazzling as she looked into his eyes.

Her direct approach was such a refreshing change from the simpering debutantes who’d practically drooled on his coat sleeves at the Knickersons’ rout last night, Alistair decided to play along. “You are forgiven, darling, as your timely arrival kept me from spending an inordinate sum on a new eyepiece.”

He hid a grin as her step faltered. She quickly recovered, though. “That’s just as well, since your old one does the job quite well.” She continued walking at a spanking pace, both hands wrapped around his arm to help pull him along as they dodged an orange cart and stepped in unison around a flower girl.

This was intriguing, but where was her chaperone? Footman, maid, outraged male relative… “Who—”

She cut him off. “I saw the most adorable bonnet at the modiste’s just now.” She paused only long enough to show off her straight white teeth in a vacuous smile, then continued. “It was a straw poke bonnet, adorned with grapes and feathers and even an ostrich plume. Can you picture how gorgeous it would be?”

Alistair pictured how it would droop and disintegrate under the slightest bit of rain. Judging by the clouds looming on the horizon, threatening to block the sun, it was just as well she hadn’t bought it.

The mysterious miss paused in her chatter long enough to furtively glance over her shoulder. She nibbled at her bottom lip, making it plump and red as a cherry.

“Who—”

She cut him off again. “So happy you agreed to accompany me this afternoon, darling. I love Auntie to death, but she can be rather a sourpuss at times, especially when her gout is acting up.”

The last words were said over her shoulder as she stared at the street behind them. Alistair cast a glance behind them as well, but saw nothing untoward, just the usual collection of pedestrians, shoppers, and vendors crowding the sidewalk.

They reached the corner and Alistair allowed the woman to steer them into the alley. Once around the corner, she picked up the pace even more.

“Just a couple more doors down,” she said, her voice now breathy from the effort of walking so fast. She patted his arm and looked over her shoulder. She came to an abrupt halt, staring back the way they had come, her hands falling to her sides.

They were alone in the alley, save for a cat eating its dinner near a pile of rubbish. The orange tabby looked up, a skinny mouse tail waving from between its jaws.

Alistair grimaced and turned his attention back to the young woman. “This has all been very entertaining, but who—”

She was gone.

Alistair swept his gaze around the alley. The only other living being in the vicinity was the orange tabby, now busily washing its face and front paws after its meal.

Voices drifted from the open door of a shop a few feet away. Alistair poked his head inside and peered past bolts of fabric stacked haphazardly, threatening to spill into the narrow passageway, which was littered with scraps of fabric and ribbons. He was about to step inside when the modiste’s assistant appeared from behind a curtained doorway, her arms overflowing with a rainbow of silks and velvets.

After a startled moment, she dropped a quick curtsy and motioned with her head. “Beg pardon, m’lord, but the entrance is ’round the front.”

“Yes, yes, of course. Thank you.” He gave her a nod, retraced his steps, and hurried around to the shop’s street entrance.

Though he loitered in the late afternoon sunshine near the dressmaker’s for twenty minutes, he saw no one leave who resembled the mysterious miss with the bouncing blond curls. Several fashionable young women entered with their chaperones, but the only person to emerge was an old widow, leaning heavily on her cane.

With a glance at his pocket watch, and one last regretful look at the dressmaker’s shop, Alistair hurried home to prepare for the Gatwicks’ ball.

Pity. She was the most intriguing encounter he’d had in all of London during his reluctant participation in the Little Season, and he hadn’t even discovered her name.

* * *

Alistair stood next to his friend Nick and eyed the crowded ballroom with distaste. Beyond the swirling mass of humanity, the night sky was visible through the open balcony doors, beckoning to him. Clouds from this afternoon had cleared off and the moon was in its last quarter, leaving the sky almost as dark and clear as it could get in London. Perfect for astronomical observations.

Alistair’s father and grandfather had other ideas, of course. Caring nothing for how few clear nights London offered in the autumn, both had insisted he attend this ball — each for quite different reasons.

But Alistair knew how to play their game. Just as he had done at so many other social functions, he’d entrusted his coat, hat, and the haversack containing his telescope and journal to a footman’s temporary care when he’d arrived at the Argyle Rooms. As soon as both relatives had seen him mingle and dance at least once, he would claim his belongings, climb up to the roof, and be able to get in a few hours of observation before he made a return appearance in the ballroom before the trip home.

“Come along, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

Alistair stifled his groan and narrowed his eyes at his friend. “Not you, too, Nick. Bad enough my father keeps bringing every lightskirt to my attention, and Grandfather every marriage-minded miss. Thought I was safe from all that nonsense with you.”

Nick shook his head, his gold hoop earring winking in the light cast by the many chandeliers. “Give me some credit. I’m introducing you to a man, not some miss.”

Alistair rested his hands on his hips. “I know you sailors are known to have some odd appetites, but I do not—”

Nick threw his head back and laughed. He grabbed Alistair by the elbow and towed him along. They plowed through the churning crowd, dodging the dancers and duennas, and pulled up short at the staircase where more new arrivals had just been announced.

“Blakeney, you’re a sight for sore eyes,” Nick said, clapping a gentleman on the shoulder.

The man brushed a lock of sandy blond hair from his eyes and grinned when he saw them. “Well, look what the wharf rats dragged ashore.” He and Nick continued their boisterous greeting, much to the sniffing disapproval of several nearby matrons. Alistair tugged the two of them to a less crowded area.

Like Nick, Blakeney was dressed appropriately for the occasion. And like Nick, there was nothing untoward in his appearance or demeanor, yet there was something about him that declared he didn’t quite belong amongst polite society. Alistair liked him immediately.

Introductions formally performed, the three headed for the refreshment table.

“How is it that you know this old salt?” Blakeney took a swallow of the weak punch and grimaced. Nick retrieved a flask from his coat pocket and splashed some into each of their cups, earning a smile from Blakeney.

“Nick was the school chum always getting us into trouble.” Alistair elbowed Nick when he was stingy with the rum.

“Somebody had to be the one.” Nick took a swig straight from his flask before tucking it away again. “Heaven knows it wasn’t you, always arguing with the teachers, or Tony, busy teaching the bullies a lesson. Though you were both willing to go along with my ideas.”

Alistair tasted the doctored punch. Much better. “And you, Blakeney? I take it you know Nick in his capacity as common sailor.”

“There is nothing common about me or my ship,” Nick huffed.

Blakeney emptied his glass in one swallow. “Let’s just say Nick saved me and Charlie from having to swim a time or two.”

Nick winked.

Realizing Blakeney was likely referring to courier work Nick had done for the Home Office during the war with Napoleon, sneaking his brig past the French blockade, Alistair settled in to hear a good yarn or two.

* * *

“Do you see him?”

“Not yet, Aunt.” Charlotte scanned the sea of dancers as she and Aunt Hermione stood at the entrance to the ballroom at the Argyle Rooms, hardly sparing a glance for its famed elegant décor. Her brother’s tall form should be easy to spot, if he was in the ballroom as he’d said he would be. If he was off on a secret meeting without her… He’d assured her he’d meet them at the ball, completely ignoring Charlotte’s protests at being left behind to help Hermione.

He’d rarely left her behind when they were working together in Paris, but it seemed all bets were off since they’d come to London.

As soon as her aunt had duly admired the Grecian lamps and painted ceilings, they stepped into the crowded, noisy ballroom. Steven was nowhere to be found amongst the colorful mass of swirling dancers.

Charlotte forced her fists to unclench as Hermione’s friend came forward to greet them.

“My, don’t you look lovely,” Lady Durrell gushed after she’d greeted Aunt Hermione. Charlotte pasted a smile on her face as Lady Durrell nudged her son at her side. “Doesn’t she, Elliott?”

“Yeth, Mama. You look ethpecially charming tonight, Mith Parnell.”

It took all of Charlotte’s willpower not to snort. She’d previously met the tulip at another ball, and knew his lisp was just as much an affectation as his seven fobs. The more he drank, the less he lisped. Aunt Hermione flashed her a pointed look but Charlotte shook her head. Thirty thousand a year or no, she would not encourage the silly young earl.

Lady Durrell remained oblivious to Charlotte’s disinterest. “You looked just as lovely at your cousin’s wedding breakfast last week. Do you know when she and Lord Glavin will return from their wedding journey?”

Charlotte tried to not think of Marianne at all. It was her cousin’s fault that Steven was set on marrying her off. Just because Marianne was two years younger, Steven worried that Charlotte soon would be considered “on the shelf.” As if that mattered to her. She had more important things to do than worry about getting leg-shackled.

Luckily, Aunt Hermione stepped into the conversation. Charlotte let her gaze sweep the room again, searching for a sign of Steven. There he was, coming out of a side room. Since he’d actually made an appearance, she felt almost in charity with him again. Almost.

A few excruciating moments later, she and Hermione were able to work their way toward Steven. He greeted their aunt with a kiss on the cheek, oblivious to Charlotte’s close scrutiny. As soon as she saw him up close, she recognized that look in his eyes, the same look that was always there when he was working. Blast. He’d left her out of it, after he’d promised not to.

Well, if he was going to break his promise, she felt no compunction against breaking hers. She need stay only a little while longer and then she could slip away. When Aunt Hermione had announced the location of tonight’s ball, it had seemed like a gift, an opportunity not to be passed up.

Steven leaned close to give Charlotte a kiss on the cheek and whisper in her ear. “See anyone you like? I’ll arrange introductions.”

Just because Marianne had gone all silly at the prospect of marriage did not mean that she felt the same way. In fact, a husband would only get in the way of her work. She gave another disdainful once-over of the gentlemen present in the ballroom.

Her breath caught. There he was — the gentleman she’d accosted on the street this afternoon. He was easily visible despite standing amidst a group of men. Taller than his companions, with his wavy light brown hair no longer hidden by his hat. His elegant clothes were well-tailored to his trim form, though he was far from being a fop. Too bad she couldn’t see his sparkling blue eyes from this distance.

She took a half step to the side, almost hiding behind Steven. Should she plead a headache and make her escape before the handsome stranger saw her?

As though he sensed her staring at him, he lifted his head, his eyes searching her side of the room. He froze, and then gave a small smile of recognition as he locked gazes with her.

Morbleu. Now what? If she left the ball, he might seek out Steven and ask questions that she didn’t want her half-brother to hear.

Well, the gentleman had gone along with her outrageously forward behavior this afternoon, so he must possess a healthy sense of humor. She’d just have to arrange an introduction and give him some silly excuse for her earlier actions. And keep her brother out of it.

All in the line of duty, of course. And do it quickly, before the gentleman left his group of friends and started toward her. If their conversation required the privacy of waltzing together, well, that was just a sacrifice she’d have to make. Remembering the feel of his muscles beneath his coat sleeve and wanting to feel them again had nothing to do with it.

“No, sorry, I don’t see any prospects here,” she said. Just then Aunt Hermione dragged Steven into conversation and introduced him to a particularly vapid looking brunette. “I’ll be right back,” Charlotte whispered, and slipped away before anyone could stop her.

* * *

Blakeney left to greet someone or other, and Nick wandered off with a widow who wanted to make merry, effectively abandoning Alistair to his fate amongst the matchmakers in the ballroom.

He looked beyond the couples forming the quadrille, over to the wallflowers and their duennas seated against the far wall. Was there anyone he had not danced with before, who would not expect an offer after being partnered in one dance?

As long as he had to make an appearance at these events to please his grandfather, Alistair made it a habit to dance with at least one wallflower. The shyer, the better. They were less likely to try some trick to compromise him, trap him into making an offer of marriage. Sometimes being partnered by a future duke gave the girl enough confidence and cachet to go on and make an advantageous match … with someone else. Hostesses knew they could count on Alistair to partner even the most awkward miss, one dance per event. Getting his toes trod on was a small price to pay for his freedom later in the evening.

Wait, there she was. The miss from this afternoon! Alistair tried to catch her eye, but she was deep in conversation with the older woman beside her. He was about to go to her but was hailed by Clarke and Dorian, fellow members of The Royal Society. While The Society was committed to the advancement of science in general, many of its members had banded together to study astronomy in particular.

“Moncreiffe, I say,” Dorian said, clapping him on the shoulder. “Tell us of your visit with Herschel and his forty-foot telescope. Is the view really as sharp and clear as we’ve heard? I have a guinea riding on your answer.”

Blast. Now the young woman was nowhere in sight. He’d missed his opportunity. Normally eager to converse with fellow members of the Society, Alistair couldn’t help a pang of regret. “I did not have another telescope with me worthy of making a comparison, but I assure you the view exceeded all my expectations.”

Clarke claimed Alistair’s answer could not settle their wager, and the topic quickly spiraled from telescopes to betting books.

“My lord, may I have a moment?”

Alistair stepped away from his companions’ jovial bickering and politely greeted his hostess, who now stood before him. His smile became genuine when he realized standing next to Lady Gatwick was the mysterious blond miss.

“Viscount Moncreiffe, may I introduce Miss Charlotte Parnell?”
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The blonde blushed prettily and batted her eyelashes as she rose from her curtsy. No spark of recognition flared in her eyes. Her polite smile did not falter as she made the briefest of eye contact before resting her gaze on his cravat.

Alistair was certain it was her. Unmistakable blue eyes. He decided, again, to play along with her game. After performing the niceties, and both women looking at him expectantly as the quadrille ended, Alistair led Miss Parnell out as the orchestra began a waltz.

Perhaps she wasn’t playing a game this time. Did she really not recognize him from the street? It was on the tip of his tongue to ask about their initial encounter.

“Oh, la, my lord,” she said as they took their positions for the dance. “You’re so tall, I scarce can reach your shoulder.” She batted her lashes again.

Alistair had opened his mouth to speak but closed it in surprise.

She glanced to her left as a couple passed by, the lady’s crimson skirts brushing Miss Parnell’s pale blue velvet gown.

“Such a shocking display of flesh,” she said, half to herself. She looked up at Alistair. “But isn’t that a most darling reticule?”

Miss Parnell continued with her vapid commentary on the fashion choices of the dancers they passed. Alistair began to fear she was just as empty-headed as she appeared. Had someone coached her into her brazen behavior this afternoon? Surely such a silly creature could not have come up with such a tactic on her own.

To her credit, she danced divinely, following his lead easily, as if they’d partnered each other often. Her subtle scent of rosewater teased his senses as they moved across the dance floor.

He adjusted his hand at her waist, feeling her lush curve beneath the smooth velvet of her dress. Her gown was quite proper, the light color typical for an unmarried miss, the neckline cut low enough to give a hint of her charms yet high enough to still be decorous. But the combination of their close proximity during the waltz, the advantage of Alistair’s height, and her petite stature gave him an excellent view of her bosom. He couldn’t help noticing a freckle on the inner curve of her left breast, a perfect little dark circle on her creamy flesh that rose and fell with her every breath. Her voice had become breathy from the effort of talking nonsense nonstop and the exertion of the dance.

With a start he realized she had stopped talking. Feeling a slight twinge of guilt, he raised his gaze to meet hers. Her blue eyes sparkled and for an instant he thought he saw a gleam of satisfaction. But she batted her lashes, and the vapid smile was once more firmly in place.

“Isn’t the dry weather lovely, my lord? My aunt predicts it will still be clear for Lady Bainbridge’s Venetian breakfast in two days. Aunt’s hip is never wrong when it comes to predicting rain.”

Clear skies meant great observations, if he could get out of the city, or at least up onto the rooftops. If he could get away from his father and grandfather. An imp of mischief perched on his shoulder. “The dry weather should increase the longevity of that bonnet you were admiring this afternoon.”

Her step faltered, and he tightened his grip on her hand and waist to help her stay upright. He hid his satisfaction at her momentary astonishment, though he wasn’t sure if her reaction was for the way he’d practically picked her up off her feet, or for drawing attention to the elephant in the room between them.

“Yes, about this afternoon…”

He eased his hold, letting her support her full weight again. “Yes, Miss Parnell?”

“I… I wanted to thank you, for going along with, ah, my little game.” She batted her lashes at him. “I’m afraid I outpaced my maid, and there were some people on the street who I did not wish to see me walking alone.”

He’d wager a guinea there wasn’t an ounce of truth in her statement. “And walking with a perfect stranger was a better alternative?”

“Mmm, perfect, yes,” she murmured, so quietly he barely heard her. She tilted her head back to look him in the eye and boldly maintained that eye contact, looking as though many words wanted to tumble from her lips all at once. “Yes, it was,” she said at last.

“I do hope it’s not a practice you indulge in often. Could have been quite dangerous for you, were I a different sort of person.”

“Yes, of course you’re right, my lord. I believe I’ve learned my lesson.” At the admission she cast her eyes down, but Alistair wasn’t taken in. There was still something else going on. Perhaps he could tease it out of her upon further acquaintance. He hid his smile at the prospect.

Just then they danced past the potted palm in the far corner, where Alistair noticed his father standing with a woman in a flesh-colored gown that upon first glance made her look as though she were nude. Father had his arm around the woman’s waist, and she was so close she was practically inside his coat. He winked at Alistair just before he bent his head to kiss the woman’s throat.

Alistair quickly turned so Miss Parnell would not see his father’s disgraceful behavior. He took a step back, making sure there was proper distance between himself and his partner. He had no intention of being stiff-rumped like his grandfather, but he’d sworn that he’d never embarrass the family like his father. Sometimes it seemed he’d spent every day of the last twenty years balancing the fulcrum between his grandfather’s nearly puritanical ways and his father’s descent into debauchery.

Miss Parnell cleared her throat. “Are you as delighted as I at the prospect of continued dry weather?”

“Yes, I am enjoying the weather very much,” Alistair replied, disappointed at the return to mundane topics. Should he press her for more information, or let her grow more comfortable in his presence first?

Miss Parnell continued in a similar vein, discussing how many days of rain the almanac predicted for the month, how she hoped it would hold off for the outdoor amusements scheduled during the Little Season.

She paused mid-sentence, her stare focused on the balcony door. Alistair followed her gaze just in time to see Nick and Blakeney slipping outside. Miss Parnell’s eyes narrowed, her lips pursed, but just for a fraction of a second. Then her bland smile was back in place.

Hmm. At the sight of Nick, most women tended to either swoon in ecstasy or frown in disapproval.

“Will you be attending Lady Bainbridge’s Venetian breakfast, my lord?” She fluttered her lashes at him again.

“I have not yet made up my mind.”

She took a longer step than the dance called for just then, which brought her body into brief contact with his, her velvet skirts brushing against his breeches.

It could have been an accident.

“I do hope you’ll be in attendance,” she said, her breathy voice pitched low.

Alistair kept his polite mask in place. Now this was behavior with which he was all too familiar. “I shall have to consult my appointment book.” It seemed only fair that if she wanted to pursue him as though her intent was to make a match, he could press for details and find out what she was really doing. After her novel behavior this afternoon, he hoped she wasn’t doing something as ordinary as concealing an assignation.

The dance took them past the row of wallflowers, where Grandfather sat deep in conversation with a matron and what appeared to be her daughter. Grandfather tried to catch Alistair’s eye but he pretended not to see, and instead returned to inspecting Miss Parnell’s freckle.

Her sudden intake of breath made him look up. He caught her staring at a woman in red, the same one they’d danced past earlier, headed down a hall toward one of the private parlors, arm in arm with a male companion.

When he glanced back, Miss Parnell’s smile was dazzling. The music ended and he escorted her back to their hostess. How soon could he partner her again without causing undue speculation about his motives?

“I do hope your schedule permits you to attend the breakfast,” she said. As Alistair bowed over her hand, her fingers squeezed his, and her smile grew even more vapid.

He gave a noncommittal murmur and made his exit.

Perhaps he was misreading the whole situation, and everything was in fact the way it appeared on the surface: Miss Parnell was merely an empty-headed miss on the hunt for a husband. In which case, he should avoid her at all costs.

Duty done, both relatives having seen him, he was now free for at least a few hours. He made his way to the footman in the hall to collect his haversack and coat.

The footman with whom Alistair had entrusted his telescope was nowhere in sight. A bran-faced youth who appeared too young to be out of the schoolroom jumped up from the footman’s bench as he approached. “Beg pardon, my lord,” he said, his face turning bright red. “We, er, had to move some things from the cloakroom, so your haversack is in the, er, the small salon.” He gave directions to a room at the back of the building.

Alistair thought it odd to move the guests’ belongings so far from the front entrance but shrugged and wound his way through the hallways to the indicated room, sidestepping the occasional couple seeking some privacy.

As he turned the knob to open the door, he couldn’t help glancing over his shoulder. No one else was in sight. No one, that is, but a particularly ugly piece of statuary standing guard in the corner.

The salon was lit only by a small fire and one candle on a side table. Shadows flickered across the walls. It took his eyes a moment to adjust before he spotted his haversack on a chair by the window. He hesitated another moment, searching the dancing shadows. In the tidy space, nothing seemed to be out of place. Not one cloak or hat or other item belonging to another guest graced the room.

He eyed his haversack, ten steps away. With a last look to make sure the door to the hall was wide open, he strode across the room.

The click of the door closing sounded like a pistol shot.

“Good evening, my lord.” Her voice was silky soft, but the look in her eyes was that of a hound that had just cornered the fox in its den.

Not again. “Good evening, Miss…?” Alistair had his back to the window, one hand snagging the haversack strap, the other feeling along the windowsill behind him. With any luck, the window was unlatched.

“Miss Hewitt.” She ran her fingers through her guinea-gold blond hair as she spoke, mussing the once carefully arranged curls. “Miss Christine Hewitt. You stood up with me at Almack’s a fortnight ago. We danced together again, just two nights past.”

“Ah, yes. My grandfather introduced us.” He pushed against the wooden sill and managed to get the tips of his fingers into the tiny space at the bottom. Just a little more…

“His grace was very kind.” She slid the sleeves of her gown off her shoulders, exposing a generous expanse of bosom. “I would very much like to further our acquaintance, my lord.” She stepped toward him, breasts first, a feral light in her eyes.

“Terribly sorry, Miss Hewitt, but I just remembered a previous engagement.” He shoved the window all the way up, ducked his head out to see if there were any rosebushes in the vicinity, and dove through. Just as he landed in the bed of petunias below, he heard the salon door slam back against the wall.

“Unhand her, you lecherous—” The older woman stopped in mid-screech. “Where is he?”

“Oh, Mama!” Miss Hewitt wailed.

Slinging the haversack strap over his neck, Alistair sprinted to the corner of the building and did not slow down until he reached the front entrance. He brushed off the worst of the dirt as a footman — a different footman — let him in the front door.

“If I may be so bold, my lord,” the servant murmured, reaching up. At Alistair’s nod, the footman plucked several errant petals from his collar and cravat.

Alistair glanced at his clothes in the better light of the hall but saw no other visible evidence of his roll in the flower bed. His telescope seemed to have survived the fall intact, with no cracks in the wooden case. After nodding his thanks, he strode for the staircase and the door to the roof.

The trouble with Miss Hewitt, he thought with a rueful shake of his head, was a pitiable lack of originality. Had she no idea how many times that particular snare had been set for him? When faced with parson’s mousetrap or an undignified leap out a window, well, clothes could be cleaned. Or replaced.

Miss Parnell would never engage in such unoriginal behavior.

Plenty of misses engaged in subterfuge in the pursuit of a husband, and she could actually be seeking a suitor. But there was more going on behind those guileless blue eyes, under that mass of blond curls, than mindless pursuit of a match. There had to be. What else could explain the abrupt, brief changes in her behavior?

Perhaps she occasionally succumbed to the pressure all the young women must feel from their families, with the expense and expectations inherent in a London Season. A sort of dual personality, where her natural inclinations were often stifled in order to meet parental expectations. Heaven knew he’d had to stifle plenty of his own inclinations.

He might go to Lady Bainbridge’s breakfast after all, if only to further observe Miss Parnell. And her freckle.

Once up on the roof, Alistair set up his observation deck. It took only moments to attach his telescope to its tripod, spread a thin blanket, and retrieve his pencil and journal from his haversack. He kept his gaze at rooftop height or higher, not wanting the gas streetlamps below to ruin his night vision. He sat down, legs crossed tailor-style, and waited for his eyes to adapt to the darkness.

The light breeze had cleared away the last of the clouds from earlier in the day, leaving the stars bright, although he could make out only part of Via Lactea. This late in the year, he could barely see the teapot lid on the upper tip of Sagittarius to the south, though Mars had risen above the eastern horizon. Unfortunately it was too late in the evening to see Venus or Jupiter.

He ducked low as bats flew past just above his head, nearly invisible against the dark sky, silent except for the beating of their wings. What other invitations had he received that had been issued by hosts with an easily accessible, well-situated roof? If he was doomed to spend the entire Little Season in London playing peacemaker between his relatives, he wasn’t going to give up his observation time altogether. He had important research to conduct before he presented his next paper to the Royal Society.

Movement across the way, a white blur, caught his attention. It looked like a ghost creeping across the roof of the hotel next door. Ridiculous. Alistair got up on his knees and leaned forward, straining to see. Then he chided himself, peered through his telescope, and adjusted the focus.

The apparition crept closer to the edge of the neighboring roof.

Alistair blinked. Her fair hair and light dress appeared almost white in the faint starlight, but that was definitely Miss Parnell peering over the edge. He leaned out and saw what she must be looking at — three balconies, of which the middle one was just below her.

The two buildings were close together, scarcely six feet apart, and only a low hedge separated their gardens. Thorny bushes, if he recalled correctly, and they were a good four stories down.

Miss Parnell got down on her knees and leaned over. Suddenly she was swinging in the air, fingertips clinging to the edge, reaching out with one foot.

But she had misjudged the distance. She clung to the edge of the roof by her fingers, four stories up, the balcony railing just beyond her outstretched leg.

* * *

Morbleu! No wonder she had always left the breaking-in part to Steven — doing so in a dress was nearly impossible. Not to mention dangerous. As Charlotte dangled by her fingertips, four stories up, she tightened her grip on the roof tile and looked over her shoulder, toward the balcony that had seemed to be right there.

Perhaps she should have waited a little longer for her eyes to adjust to the darkness, after the bright lighting in the ballroom next door. But the window washer’s ladder leaning against the hotel wall had been easy enough to climb. And no telling how soon Aunt would start looking for her, or when Steven would return. The rat. How dare he leave her behind, after all the work they’d done together?

Charlotte swung her left leg out, reaching for the balcony railing. Still too far. The breeze picked up again, swirling around her skirts, chilling her in places that had no business feeling a breeze.

She had just as much right to chase after the stolen snuffbox as Steven did. More, in fact. Hadn’t she been the one to collect most of the information when they worked in France? All she had to do was bat her blue eyes, show a little décolletage, breathlessly hang on their every word, and most men became blithering idiots, blathering their deepest secrets. Or she chatted up maids, collecting servants’ gossip. Servants often knew more about the household goings-on than their employers did.

And her diminutive size was often an advantage. She could squeeze into places Steven couldn’t fit his much larger frame. She could blend in disguised as a child or crone. Unobtrusive, non-threatening. Underestimated. Yet highly successful.

Steven had no right to insist she stop serving her country and start serving a husband instead. And how dare he so cavalierly dismiss her theory that Madame Melisande was responsible for stealing the box?

She gritted her teeth and inched her left hand along the edge, then the right. When Madame Melisande had left the ballroom a few minutes ago, heading to a private parlor with a paramour, she realized this might be her only chance to search the widow’s suite at the hotel next door to the Argyle Rooms. It was too good an opportunity to pass up.

Her fingers slipped on the roof tile. She scrabbled for another grip and tried to catch her breath. Her new maid had laced her stays too tight again. It took hardly any exertion to make her breathless, and she worried about spilling over the top of her gown altogether.

Annoying for her, but it had an amazing yet highly predictable effect on the male of the species. Suited her purposes, though, especially when she noticed that the viscount had noticed. He had the sense of humor to go along with her this afternoon, but he also had predictable male reactions to female charms.

And he had muscles. She’d bumped against him to gauge his reaction but had been unprepared for her own response to contact with his tall, lean body.

Her breathless state was due entirely to her tight stays, not his flat abdomen and hard thighs and toned calves that owed nothing to padding. With all her silliness, surely she had put to rest any suspicions he might have had about her behavior and convinced him she was just as empty-headed as any miss prowling the marriage mart.

She inched her hand to the left again, then the other hand. She reached out her left foot, searching for the railing, but encountered nothing but air. She had to be getting close.

Her dancing slipper slipped off her foot. It landed with a faint thwap on the stone patio, four stories below.

This could all go terribly wrong, terribly fast. Her arms were trembling from the strain. Her hands hurt and her fingertips were likely bleeding by now. How could she have misjudged the location of the balcony from the roof so badly?

More sounds. The rustle of fabric, a soft thud. Had someone inside noticed her swing past a window? No lights filtered through the curtains on any of the three balcony doors. She reached again for the railing with her foot.

Something warm grabbed her ankle. She stifled a scream and tried to shake it off.

“Miss Parnell,” came a hoarse whisper. “Stop trying to kick me.”

Viscount Moncreiffe? What in the world was he doing up here? The viscount’s bare hand slid farther up her leg beneath her skirt, holding the back of her knee, above her stocking. A man was holding her bare leg with his bare hand. His other hand slid up her right side, all the way to her hip. Her mouth fell open in surprise. She heard the crunch of his shoes on the balcony as he shifted position, the clink of his fob banging against the iron rails as he reached farther over the railing. He patted her hip. “I’ve got you. Let go.”

“What?” Nothing but space — a vast, wide-open empty space — stretched out beneath her.

“I’ll catch you. Let go.”

She heard confidence in his whispered command, felt the strong grip he had on the back of her left knee. What could happen?

Worst case, she’d end up hanging upside down, arse over teakettle, skirts over her head, and give him a fine view of her nether regions before he let go in shock.

If that happened, immediate death on the flagstones below was an acceptable option.

With one last shallow breath — her stays were too tight for a deep one —she let go.

Wind whooshed past her ears but her fall was mercifully brief.

Moncreiffe hauled her into his arms and up against his hard chest. He grunted upon impact and staggered back a step, but quickly steadied. She wrapped her aching arms around his wonderfully broad shoulders and buried her face against his neck and the cool linen of his cravat. She wasn’t on solid ground yet, but this felt even better.

“Are you injured, Miss Parnell?”

She felt the rumble in his chest as much as heard the quiet question. “I’m fine, thank you,” she managed between panting breaths. She inhaled his comforting scent, a mellow mix of spice, tobacco, and a hint of musk.

She lifted her head enough to look over his shoulder. The safety of the balcony floor was still a long way down. Tall men, and their long arms, could be quite handy. “Not that I don’t appreciate your assistance — I do, by the way — but why are you here? I thought you were still at the ball.”

“I could ask you the same question.”

He shifted his grip, and Charlotte became aware of his right arm around her shoulders, the left under her legs. She felt the buttons on his cuff digging into the back of her knee. The front of her skirt had bunched up in her lap, revealing her stockings and bare knees and his fingers gripping her thigh. Was anything else bare? Well, it didn’t matter, since there was no one else around to see. A cool breeze just then wafted across her bare bottom and stirred the back of her skirt that hung down. Moncreiffe held her out from his chest, just far enough to look at her face, though in the darkness his was a pale blur.

Light flared behind the curtain next door, and suddenly the other balcony door swung open.

An older gentleman, in his late fifties at least, stood there, holding up a candelabrum, his arm wrapped around the waist of a woman wearing too much rouge and not enough clothing, clearly a member of the demimonde. Her dress of ivory silk made her look nude at first glance.

“Father,” Moncreiffe said with a nod, rather calmly.

Father? Charlotte squeezed her eyes shut, but not before she saw the wicked gleam in the other woman’s eye.

“Alistair, my boy! If I’d known you wanted a room, I’d have—”

“No! No, that’s quite all right, we, ah, just wanted a moment of quiet for, ah…”

The older man chuckled. “The bed’s in there, not out here.”

Moncreiffe coughed. He cleared his throat, then seemed to suddenly remember he was still holding Charlotte aloft in his arms. He set her down gently and gave her skirts a slight shake into place, then straightened to his full height.

Charlotte tucked her shoeless left foot behind her right, hoping no one would notice her missing dancing slipper.

Moncreiffe cleared his throat again. “No, we are not in need of a, ah, bed. We just—”

“Up against a wall can be good, too, but at your height, it’d be a lot easier with a Long Meg.” He turned his broad grin on Charlotte. “Not that you aren’t a most charming Pocket Venus.” He winked at her.

Charlotte felt her cheeks flood with heat.

“Sir! Miss Parnell is no lightskirt! She’s… Ah, she…”

Both Father and Charlotte turned to stare at Moncreiffe, while the Cyprian snickered into her hand. In the flickering light cast by the candles, Charlotte saw Moncreiffe’s blue eyes staring at her intently. They suddenly widened, just for an instant. He wrapped one arm around her shoulders and turned back to his father, his chin high in the air.

“Miss Parnell has just done me the great honor of accepting my marriage proposal.”
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Charlotte felt light-headed.

“Married? At your age?” Father’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t be ridiculous. Bed the wench and be done with it.”

Charlotte would have gasped, had she been able to draw a deep enough breath.

Moncreiffe tucked her closer against his side, his hand possessively curving around her shoulder. “I’ll thank you to speak more respectfully of my intended, sir.”

Father held the candelabrum higher and leaned toward them over the balcony railing, examining Charlotte. Moncreiffe held his ground, and his grip on Charlotte. She stayed perfectly still, chin up, hardly daring to breathe.

At last the older gent backed up. With a harrumph, he grabbed his companion, who was obviously cold in her thin silk dress with no undergarments, and retreated back into their room, muttering imprecations about “that damn stiff-rumped duke’s doing” as he slammed the door.

Charlotte had grown roots. Couldn’t move if she tried. Never in all her years of working on the Continent had she found herself in such a situation.

Moncreiffe cleared his throat and took a step back, then leaned over the railing as though judging the distance to jump to the ground. Finally, he faced her. “I most humbly beg your pardon, Miss Parnell.”

Her mouth fell open.

“I don’t know what came over me. I just couldn’t give him the satisfaction of thinking that I, that you and I, er…”

“Had a carnal relationship?” She had the satisfaction of seeing his Adam’s apple bob beneath his exquisitely tied cravat.

“Er, yes. He keeps telling me to, ah, sow wild oats, as it were. And I would never, er, not that you’re not appealing, but…”

She folded her arms over her chest. “Keep digging, my lord. You’re well on your way to China.” His discomfort should have increased hers, but instead had the opposite effect. Now that her breathing was almost back to normal, she could see the humor in the outrageous situation.

He ducked his chin, his blue eyes sparkling in the candlelight flickering next door, his full lips twitching as he held back a smile. Her stomach fluttered.

“The good news is, I doubt Madame Cyprian, whoever she was, will tell anyone of our encounter, and my father certainly won’t. The last thing he wants is for me to become engaged. That would make my grandfather far too happy.”

Sounded like a family situation she should stay far away from.

He cleared his throat again. “I appreciate you playing along like that. You’re very quick on your feet.”

At least he hadn’t made the mistake of saying “light” on her feet. She was trying to think of something brilliant and witty to say when Moncreiffe rested a hand on the railing and leaned toward her. “But I must confess to a great deal of curiosity as to why you were hanging from the rooftop.”

Oh. About that. Hmm. She tossed the question back to him to stall. “And I am curious how you came to be out here, with such propitious timing.”

Moncreiffe hadn’t moved away. “I was preparing to make some astronomical observations from the roof next door when I saw a more earthly body in a precarious position.” His teeth gleamed in the darkness as he smiled. “And you, Miss Parnell?”

She gulped. His hand rested on the railing at her back. He stood close enough that she could feel the heat radiating from his body, remember the feel of it next to hers, inhale his scent. She could not let that distract her. Men became insensible, talkative creatures with her, not the other way around. “You’re sure your father won’t speak of our encounter?”

His lips twitched, silently acknowledging her diversionary tactic. “Certain of it.”

“Then we should leave before anyone else discovers us and reaches the wrong conclusion.” She ducked under his arm and reached for the door handle. She’d used several extra pins to hold up her hair in case she needed one to pick a lock, but fortunately, Madame Melisande was a trusting person, or just careless, and had failed to lock it. Charlotte hurried inside.

“You don’t seem the usual type of burglar,” he said, his voice barely audible.

She hadn’t heard him follow her in, yet felt his presence at her side as strongly as if he were still holding her. They stood stock-still in the shadowy room, with the only light coming from the faint glow of the embers in the fireplace.

“We can’t be seen together,” she whispered, ignoring the urge to reach out and touch him again. “I’ll wait a few minutes after you’re gone, then go downstairs, just like the other hotel guests.”

She walked toward the door to the hall but stopped when she felt the heat and weight of his hand land on her shoulder. A delicious tingle coursed through her as he leaned down to whisper in her ear. “I sincerely hope the rest of your evening is less eventful, Miss Parnell.” He gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze before moving away.

The balcony door curtains fluttered as he passed. She heard the faint clang of his shoes on the iron railing, and then he was up and gone from view, back the way he’d come, just as quick and agile as Steven when it came to climbing about on balconies and roofs. Gratifying to know her initial assessment had not been proven incorrect.

Charlotte stood frozen, staring at the empty balcony, reliving the moments in Moncreiffe’s company. The encounter with his father could prove problematic. The marquess did not wish Alistair to marry, but apparently the duke did. Too bad she didn’t know the viscount’s thoughts on the subject.

She gave herself a slight shake. What on earth was she doing, thinking about Moncreiffe and marriage, when she had gone to such lengths — not to mention risk — to be here, now, to search Melisande’s room?

She made sure the hall door was shut and locked, did the same for the balcony and sitting room doors, then lit one candle from the glowing embers and began going through the widow’s bedchamber.

Ten minutes later, she sat back on her heels and let out a huff of frustration. Of course it wouldn’t be this simple. She got up and made certain everything was back in its original position. She had found plenty of evidence if she were inclined toward blackmail; at least a dozen gentlemen would pay handsomely for the return of their tokens of affections. Melisande collected paramours the way other women collected fans or gloves. But there was no sign of the object Charlotte was after.

Well, she’d just have to search again. She had concentrated on Melisande’s trunks and other personal belongings, thinking the courtesan would want the item easy to grab and go. This time she’d pay more attention to potential hiding spots in the room itself. She’d start with the bricks surrounding the fireplace.

A key turned in the lock of the connected sitting room.

Her heart pounding, Charlotte waited until she heard the door to the hall open and close again, then let herself out into the hall. Once at the landing at the end of the hall, she forced herself to calmly walk down the stairs, past other hotel guests and staff, out the front door, around back to retrieve her slipper, and then back to the ball next door. Aunt Hermione acknowledged her return with a nod but didn’t interrupt her conversation with the duenna seated on her other side.

What next? Charlotte wasn’t going to try climbing down from the roof again, at least not while wearing a gown. Perhaps she’d wear her maid costume and pick the lock to get in from the hall when she was certain Melisande was out.

Perhaps Melisande carried such a valuable item in her reticule, or on her person? She’d have to find out Melisande’s schedule and follow the courtesan. Go to the same social functions, get close to her.

If she went alone, it might raise suspicion, not to mention possibly causing a scandal if she came to the attention of some busybody stickler for propriety. Aunt Hermione and her gout were only good for a couple outings per week.

She’d need an escort. Steven was out of the question, obviously. He’d only be interested in finding her a suitor and would ditch her while he went off on his own search, conveniently forgetting all about their successful partnership. The rat.

Suitor. Hmm. Marianne had been squired about by Lord Glavin to all sorts of events and outings while they were betrothed. A husband was still out of the question, but a fiancé might be just the ticket.

She went still. Viscount Moncreiffe. He’d already brought up a fake engagement.

How could she let him know she would like to continue his charade, without him thinking it a ploy to actually lure him into parson’s mousetrap?

* * *

“You sly puss,” Steven said with a grin two days later, tossing the morning’s paper onto the dining table in front of Charlotte. He waved dismissal to the footman stationed by the sideboard, so they were alone.

She swallowed her bite of egg on toast. “Beg pardon?”

Steven pointed at an article halfway down the page that contained all of the social announcements. “When were you going to tell me you snagged yourself a viscount? One that’s heir to a dukedom, no less.” He ruffled her hair. “Nicely done, poppet. Mama and your papa would have been so proud.” He pulled out a chair and sat across from her. “Though to be proper, shouldn’t they have come to me to discuss marriage settlements before making the announcement?”

Charlotte’s fork clattered to the floor, unheeded, as she snatched up the newspaper. There it was, printed in black and white for all the world to see. The Duke of Keswick announces the engagement of his grandson, Alistair, Viscount Moncreiffe, to Miss Charlotte Parnell of Bath. It went on to discuss the two families, including Moncreiffe’s father, the Marquess of Penrith, and listed information about her pedigree of which Charlotte had only a vague recollection.

“But marrying you off to the heir to a dukedom! I suppose we can forgive them their little oversight.”

“I… we… it’s not like that. We barely—” Charlotte gave up on an explanation at the sound of the door knocker. It was still far too early for any of Aunt Hermione’s friends to come calling, even with this juicy tidbit to discuss.

The butler appeared in the doorway moments later. “A gentleman caller, miss,” he announced, proffering the silver tray with a lone calling card.

Steven snatched up the card. “The bridegroom comes!” He pulled Charlotte’s chair back from the table. “Where did you put him, Farnham, the drawing room?”

“Yes, sir, but the gentleman asked specifically for Miss Parnell.” His disdainful sniff conveyed his opinion of the impropriety of calling at such an early hour.

Charlotte snatched back the card from Steven. “Surely you’ll allow me a few moments of privacy with my fiancé?” She flounced out of the room without a backward glance.

“Five minutes,” Steven called. “Then I’m coming in, and I’m not going to knock.”

* * *

Alistair paced before the empty fireplace in the drawing room. Stupid, stupid, stupid. He should never have lied to his father, or at least not that particular lie. He should have known Father would confront Grandfather, believing it was the duke’s influence that made Alistair inclined toward matrimony at the tender age of twenty-five.

He plowed his fingers through his hair, wishing yet again the two men would choose someone else to be the rope in their decades-long
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